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the holv man is an ascetic who renounces all worldly possessions
and spends his life in meditation, perhaps in the holy city of
Benares, perhaps in some far Himalayan shrine.

The sacrcJ literature of Hinduism is full of subtle philosophical
speculation on the nature of man and of the universe, and all
through the centuries the Bralimans have kept alive the traditions
of Hindu learning and philosophy. But Hinduism is far more than
a religion. It is a social system which permeates the whole life of
the people. Two of its chief features, the caste system and the
hereditary priesthood of the Brahmans, go back at least three
thousand years, and it provides elaborate rules of conduct and
ceremonial for all occasions in life from birth to death. These were
collected in the famous law book known as the Code of Manu,
the law-giver, which dates from about the beginning of the
Christian era.

But already in the sixth century B.C. Hinduism and the power
of the Brahmans had been challenged by a new religion, Bud-
dhism. It has influenced India profoundly, and spread to many
other countries, but in India, the land of its birth, it was, after
some centuries, gradually absorbed by Hinduism.

From Vedic times onwards the whole of Hindu society has
been divided into hereditary groups or castes. The four originally
mentioned are (i) the Brahmans or priests, (2) the Kshatriyas or
warriors, (3) the Vaisyas or merchants, and (4) the Sudras or
labourers and servants. The caste system has persisted until the
present day, but the number of castes has been so gready multi-
plied in the course of time that each occupation and calling has
come to have a caste of its own, traders, weavers, barbers, gold-
smiths, and so on, and there are now some thousands of castes and
sub-castes. Among the orthodox, the members of one caste may
not marry into another caste, or sit down to eat with any caste
but their own, but caste restrictions have been much relaxed of
recent years, especially in the towns and as the result of railway
travel. Still the institution of caste persists. All priests are still
Brahmans, though Brahmans are to be found in many professions